MINUTES

WATERTOWN TOWN COUNCIL

BUDGET PUBLIC HEARING

WATERTOWN HIGH SCHOOL AUDITORIUM

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 23, 2003, 7:00 P.M.

PRESENT:
Elaine Adams


Lee Archer (arrived at 7:55 p.m.)


Raymond Hebert


Robert Kane


Jean King


Raymond Primini


Paul Rinaldi


Paul Valenti (arrived at 7:35 p.m.)

ABSENT:
Richard Wick

OTHERS PRESENT:
Frank Nardelli, Assistant Town Manager/Finance Director




Phillip Pelosi, Assistant Superintendent of Schools




John Ramos, Superintendent of Schools




Meredith Robson, Town Manager

1.
Call Meeting to Order

Mr. Hebert, Vice Chairman, called the meeting to order at 7:12 p.m.


Mr. Hebert read aloud the Notice of Budget Public Hearing as follows:

“NOTICE OF BUDGET PUBLIC HEARING

FISCAL YEAR 2003-2004 BUDGETS

TOWN OF WATERTOWN

CONNECTICUT


The Legal Voters of the Town of Watertown and those eligible to vote in Town Meetings are hereby WARNED AND NOTIFIED of a Budget Public Hearing to be held on Wednesday, April, 23, 2003 at 7:00 p.m. at the Watertown High School Auditorium, 324 French Street, Watertown, Connecticut to hear comments on the following Fiscal Year 2002-2003 budgets.
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The Town Council proposes:


Town General Fund
$19,167,249


School General Fund
$28,604,026

General Fund Total
$47,771,275


Town Road Aid
$      74,670


Water Operations
$  1,270,507


Water Capital

       224,000


Water Extension
$     101,500


Sewer Operations
$  2,114,239


Sewer Capital

$       67,300


Sewer Extension
$     164,500


Water and Sewer Debt
$     141,450


Crestbrook Golf Operations
$     883,003


Crestbrook Improvement Trust
$       68,790


Local Capital Improvement
$     161,071


Copies of the proposed budgets will be available at the Budget Public Hearing and also may be picked up during business hours at the Town Hall Annex, 424 Main Street, Town Hall, 37 DeForest Street; Watertown, Library, 270 Main Street; and the Board of Education, 10 DeForest Street.  Copies are also available at the Police Department, 195 French Street at any time.


Dated at Watertown, Connecticut this 14th day of April, 2003.


_____________________________


Lee Archer, Chairman


Watertown Town Council

RETURN OF WARNING

TOWN OF WATERTOWN

NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING


I hereby certify that on April 14, 2003 I left a duplicate copy of the attached Notice of Public Hearing, Town of Watertown, Connecticut, with Virginia Stewart, its Town Clerk.


I further certify that on April 14, 2003 I caused a copy of said Notice of Public Hearing to be published in the Republican, which newspaper has a substantial circulation in said Town on July 4, 2002.
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I further certify that on April 14, 2003 I caused to be set upon the signpost or other exterior places nearest the office of the Town Clerk and all other places and signposts designated by the Town, a written copy of said Notice of Public Hearing signed by the Town Manager of the Town of Watertown.


I further certify, that all the above acts were done at least five (5) days before the holding of the Public Hearing on April 23, 2003.


Dated at Watertown, Connecticut this 14th day of April, 2003.






_____________________________






Meredith S. Robson






Town Manager

TOWN CLERK’S CERTIFICATON AS TO

NOTICE OF PUBLIC HEARING AND RETURN OF NOTICE


I hereby certify that the attached Notice of Public Hearing and the foregoing Return of Notice of Public Hearing are duly recorded in the records of the Town of Watertown, CT and that Lee Archer was Chairman of the Watertown Town Council on the date the Notice was signed and that Meredith S. Robson was Town Manager on the date the Return of Notice was signed.


Dated at Watertown, Connecticut this 14th day of April, 2003.






_____________________________






Virginia Stewart, Town Clerk”


Mr. Hebert:  I’ll now turn this Budget Public Hearing over to the Chairman of the Budget Subcommittee, Rob Kane.


Mr. Kane:  Thank you, Ray.  The Town of Watertown Budget is located in these brown books.  Thank you very much.  Actually I will talk a little bit longer than that, but I will keep it short.  A lot of times we come up here and we talk about figures and how the budget for this, for this, it’s just numbers, and it doesn’t really mean a lot to people because typically on a daily basis we don’t deal with those kind of numbers in our regular lives, so I just want to take a little history or step back on how this process works.
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On March 4th the Budget Finance Subcommittee, which consists of myself, Ray Hebert, Jean King and Richard Wick get together and meet with each department head, probably 2 or 3 nights a week for a 4 week period until we get to sit down.  The department heads come up with their budgets and meet with the Town Manager.  The Town Manager will make recommendations as to positive or negative and then of course come to our subcommittee.  At our subcommittee we get a greenbar that looks like this and you can see the amount of information that is involved in these proceedings.  We then go through line by line so when people come out and say we’ll it’s just politicians or it’s just fluff or this or that, it’s really not true.  We literally go through this budget line by line and I welcome all of you to look at it line by line.  You will see the proposed Department recommended, the Town Manager recommended, and then the Finance Subcommittee recommended so this is a long tedious process and I want to thank the members of my committee who put the time in, the extra effort to work on this Finance Committee.  You know when we got into this they told us that it’s just two meetings a month, and then they forget to tell you about the subcommittee meetings that you have to put in as well, so I just want to thank my fellow members who worked with me on the subcommittee.


April 7th we then come to the full Town Council and we tell them this is the budget recommended that we would like to go with for the Town.  We then set a Public Hearing date of tonight, April 23rd, and then tonight after our presentations, Dr. Ramos will talk about the Board of Education, and then Meredith, our Town Manager, has some information on capital improvement projects and the future goals that we have for the Town and the planning that we are doing.  So after that we’ll have a little Special Town Council meeting and we’ll propose to set the budget meeting date for May 7th, and then of course the Budget is petitioned for Referendum, if that’s the case, then we set a referendum date for Tuesday, May 20th.  I just wanted to give you some background on how this process works.


The increase for, I should say the way the budget is going to unfold this year on the Town’s side is a 3.5% increase overall.  If you want to talk raw numbers, the fiscal year 2002/2003 Town budget was $18,519,081; and this year we proposed $19,167,249, the difference of only $648,000.  So when you talk about a budget in the millions, this is just again 3.5% of an increase in the total budget.  And as well, I give the Board of Education some kudos as well for putting their budget together and you’ll see that theirs is 3.5% as well.  As a proposal this would mean an increase of 1.97 mills.  So that’s the fact of it all, and there’s no way around that figure, that’s the truth, and what we’d be looking at as far as the mill rate.  Our proposed mill rate would be 26.88.  Meredith, our Town Manager, faxed me over a chart of all the towns in the State of Connecticut and I think we still fall relatively low on the scale compared to towns surrounding us, and I welcome you all to look at that information.  You could probably get it the State of Connecticut web site, you’ll see that the mill rates in surrounding towns are much higher, so I give a lot of credit to the departments, the Town Manager, and to the Town itself for doing what we do on such a low, what I’d like to think, and maybe I’ll get hammered on this one, but a low mill rate compared to surrounding towns.
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What we’ve seen already in fiscal year 2002/2003, the one we’re in right now, is $448,766 in State aid that has been cut.  So let’s forget about 2003/2004 for one second; let’s just talk about the current budget year we’re in.  We have lost $448,000 so that is a good chunk of money that we budgeted last year, we had this revenue to come in and it is no longer.  So just think about that for a second.  We know the issues that the State is going through, and all states are going through; the Governor talks about Wisconsin, New York, California the huge billions and billions of dollars in debt, so Connecticut is not too bad off compared to a lot of those states.  Then when we look at 2003/2004 we know that we are going to have a shortfall from State revenue of $1,190,000, so basically $1.2 million in shortfall of revenue for this upcoming year.  So what do you do?  Where do you get that back, and that’s the difficulty we’ve had.  We stayed within the boundaries of an economy that we’re involved in, we looked at the loss of revenue that was forced upon us, if you will, or to our detriment, and these are the kind of figures that we’re running up against.  If you look at the projects, the capital projects, the different things, you’ll see that there are some difficulties that have been around for many years, Oak Street for example, Manila, Merriman storm drainage plan, Chestnut Court maybe some of you are familiar with these areas, there’s paving work, there’s parkland acquisition, there’s an EMS vehicle, the Fire Department needs a new EMS vehicle.  These are things that are not frivolous by any means if you look at the safety and well being of our Town.  The fire radio system, the police computer system, and of course we have some improvements for Middlebury Road as well, so if you look at the capital projects, these are a list of some of the things that we’re doing.  The storm drainage plan by the way is State mandated, so we have no choice on that one.


As everybody knows we also had a very harsh Winter and we had an incredible Winter.  We had huge shortfalls in money because of overtime, sand and salt and plowing and they were pretty incredible figures.  The balances needed to transfer for snow removal, included $166,000 that we had to, that was reduced and that we had to make up.


Significant things that are beyond our control are the $193,000 increase in fees from CRRA. That’s the Connecticut Resource Recovery, our solid waste, those are the fees we get charged from them for the bulk waste and solid waste that we use.  We have $124,000 increase in health insurance costs, and $85,000 other insurance costs, so these total $402,000 of cost increases, and again my figures, always keep that in the back of your mind of $1,200,000 in losses so this is all going to add up.


What you’ll see if you did, I don’t know if you got some of these handouts, but we have a number of handouts up here in front, but after I talk please come up and grab these.  What you’ll see in here is the budget account comparisons and percentage increases and how miniscule they truly are, and then you’ll see a revenue comparison chart which is really drastic and please come up and grab those.  And then you’ll take a look at revenues from 2001 to 2004 so there are some very interesting charges that you’ll want to take a look at that are laid out in front here and some neat little pie charts that Meredith came up with.
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Just a couple of other things that I do want to talk about.  If you go through this line by line and take a look at the entire package you will see that there are some things that we’ve put off for many years, we talk about parkland acquisition and we have to do the Plan of Development, we have to put money in there, the revaluation, these are State mandated things, there are things we put off for many years and we have to do, and then of course you just really have to look at the revenue loss that is come on the other side.  I’ll open it up for questions if anybody has any, but I think more importantly take the time to look through this, look through the tan complete packets there, please go through the charts (inaudible) revenue expenditures and if any of my colleagues wish to add anything, please feel free, but this is what we’re looking at right now.  Anyone?  Everyone understands it completely I guess.  Wonderful.  Thank you very much.


Mr. Hebert:  Now I’ll ask Dr. Ramos to come up and present the school board budget for 2003/2004.


Dr. Ramos:  Good evening.  You might want to come down and get the handouts that Rob referred to a few moments ago.  First I’d like to thank you for this opportunity to present our public school’s budget to you; I appreciate the fact that you’ve come out tonight.  I want you to please know that the Board of Education and the staff has worked extremely hard in an effort to take care of our future, and to do the best that we can for our future, our children, recognizing the federal, state, and local constraints that we’re operating within.  Hopefully you’ll see that more clearly as we move through the budget presentation.


Let me begin by telling you that after the Munson House staff met with all of the department chairs, principals, coordinators, etc. and went through the budget line by line, after having done that and having made cuts along the way, we stood at 12% above current spending.  That number is obviously not feasible, but it does speak to the needs in the district.  I think it’s important to note that after having met with all of the people who run the buildings and run the various departments, that we stood at 12%, even after making cuts.  And so in order for us to go to our school board budget subcommittee at a 5% number, we were asked not to come to the budget subcommittee above 5%, and so again the Staff at Munson House have to sit and work with numbers where we were sitting at 12% and pare it down to 5%.  That required identifying $1,800,000 in further cuts from the 12%, so we did that.  I will show you in a few moments what some of those items were that we cut.  At that point we met with the budget subcommittee of the board and together we cut an additional $414,910 additional, to bring the budget down to the 3.5% that is before you tonight.

Watertown Town Council

Budget Public Hearing

April 23, 2003

Page 7


You have before you I hope the blue cover handout.  If you don’t have one, raise your hand and we’ll get you one.  There is room on the various pages to make notes.  We think that the presentation is comprehensive enough that questions that you might have at the moment or along the way will get answered, however, please make notes of any questions that might occur to you as you go along, and if those questions are not answered, then please ask them at the end of the presentation.  I will attempt to be crisp with the presentation, but comprehensive.  I encourage you to review the handout, particularly for any information that I might only touch on tonight in the interest of time.


I think the first thing that we have to establish is that the budget is not some mysterious document that’s hard to comprehend.  It is sometimes difficult to get at and unfold but when you really get down to it all the budget is is the district’s financial plan, a blueprint, a means for us to achieve the objectives that we spell out for ourselves as a school district.  In the case of Watertown, the objectives of our school district have been identified in the Strategic Plan.  This Plan was developed through a collaborative process involving a broad cross section of our community and some of you have heard me speak about the Strategic Plan in the past, I won’t spend a lot of time with it tonight, but I will touch on at least what its elements are.  You can read them in your handouts; you can see them on the screen.  I won’t read them to you, but again you have 6 strategies that we have identified.  These strategies by the way are what adults must do in order to help students achieve the objectives that are spelled out in the Strategic Plan, so that indeed the school district can meet the mission that is spelled out in that plan.  So the budget is a financial plan to help the district meet its objectives, the objectives are spelled out in the Strategic Plan, and these strategies help us achieve those objectives.


The budget development process, these are the steps that we follow:

· An analysis of school based and department needs

· A review of contractual obligations

· A review of making some construction needs

· An assessment of program requests

· Budget objectives included to adequately fund our continuing expenditures

· To meet federal and state requirements, board policies and contractual obligations

· To continue a comprehensive school program that addresses the needs of all of our students

· To provide those programs that are necessary to increase the achievement level of all students

· To implement facilities improvements.
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Budget priorities include:

· Contract labor increases

· Insurance increases

· Settlement obligations

· Professional Development

· Technology

· Textbooks

· Upcoming High School Accreditation


To give you an example, I just spoke about the different priorities, and one of them was Professional Development.  In the process of explaining the budget to the Board Subcommittee, we were asked to explain how certain budget items connected to the new federal legislation “No Child Left Behind” as well as the New England Association of Schools and Colleges and the upcoming accreditation visit and our strategic plan.  One of the items that we helped the Budget Subcommittee understand was the issue of Professional Development and how that links to these various items.  The fact is that these external mandates if you will, the NEASC visit, “No Child Left Behind”, and our own efforts in terms of our Strategic Plan only spell out what we intend to do as a district.  Everything that we do, really, supports these endeavors, everything that we do points to our efforts to achieve what this legislation calls for.  For example “No Child Left Behind” says that all students must be at least proficient in State examinations by a certain year, in this case according to that legislation the year 2013.  All students, that will not be accepted that any student is not achieving at that level, where possible.  It gives you an example of how, of course a school district is about that business, of course we are.  If not, we need to go home, so of course that’s what we’re about.  And so with Professional Development for example, we explain how that issue links to those various mandates that I just discussed, as well as the Strategic Plan, and in your packet, I won’t spend time with it now, but in your packet you can see how it links to the various strategies, particularly strategy 3 in our Strategic Plan, how Professional Development links to “No Child Left Behind” and how it links to several standards in the NEASC visit including curriculum standard and the instructional standard.


Okay, I say all that to give you the base so that you understand, to give you some context for the numbers.  Now let’s look at the numbers.  What I first want you to understand is that if did nothing, if we changed nothing, if we stood absolutely still in every regard, the items on this slide that you see on the screen represent a 4.35% budget increase.  4.35% above current spending to deal with the items that you see in front of you.  I have a question.  Didn’t you say that the budget is 3.5%?  Yes, I did.  So obviously then what that means is that we have to realize negative balances if you will, in other accounts.  We had to make cuts in order to come in at3.5%.  Let’s take a look at how that was accomplished.  Remember, we’re 4.35% just looking at these items.
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The next couple of slides, where you see a negative, where it says percentage of total increase you see a negative, for example:

· Line 120, that’s the substitutes line, we budgeted less money there.

· Line 130, deals with overtime, secretarial overtime for example.  Again you see a negative there, specifically secretarial overtime and also athletic coaches who are working at lower steps for next year in some cases so we budgeted less money there.

· Line 430, that has to do with contract repair, and we’ve budgeted less money there based on past experience.

· Line 450 you’ll see in the content of this budget that there are few construction projects and thus we have budgeted less money.

· Line 530 we are hoping to achieve savings in the telephone line and so we have cut in that line.

· Line 611 has to do with supplies, and we have cut supplies drastically.

· Line 690 has to do with the Board coffee that was provided at various board meetings.  In fact that has already stopped this year.

· Line 590, Advertising, printing, library supplies at the High School, Special Ed books and subscriptions

· Line 930 has to do with the truck that the Town provided to the Board, and Ill talk about that later, but obviously that line is cut for next year.

· Line 999 you see a large amount of money there and we’ll talk about that in a little bit because that has to do with further cuts that we have already accomplished and I’ll tell you about those.

· The last Line 999 that you see there having to do with athletics, means more cuts in that area primarily at the high school.


So here you see negative, therefore when I say negative balances, I’m referring to these lines being cut back in order to achieve the 3.5%.


One thing that I want you to note is that further cuts, were there to be further cuts to this budget, then we would be talking for every .25% percent additional dollars, we can them displayed here.  For example every full percent cut equals another $276,609 that would be cut from this budget, so that’s what this slide represents (inaudible).


Now I talked earlier about the fact that we cut the budget from 12% to 5% before we went to budget subcommittee.  Some of the items that we were most reluctant to cut in that process are detailed for you in the presentation.  I won’t read them, but you can see.  I’ll just point out 1 or 2, for example the system wide Clinical Social Worker.  I will tell you that our school district has no Social Worker, and the district needs a Social Worker.  Indeed we could use a Social Worker in each school, but we have none, and based on the budget as presented we will not have on next year.  And so these cuts are very difficult for us to make, but we made them to get down to the 5%.  Some of the paving projects that you see listed, construction equipment, very difficult to do but we did it.
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Now once we got to the Budget Subcommittee, we continued to search for economies.  You have to understand that we had already been through the budget, not once but twice, line by line, in some cases cutting as little as $5.00.  Realizing that if we were going to achieve major dollars of cuts we would have to look for beyond what we had already done, we would have to look for big ticket items, and so the budget subcommittee brainstormed number of items. The administrative council brainstormed a number of items and through some research we added other items and we put them on a list.  And then we provided this model to the committee, and said here’s the way we think we ought to go about this.  We will put a number next to every item that we brainstorm, and the number will be based on this model.  If the item that’s been brainstormed has the most impact on kids in our opinion, we’ll put a 1 next to.  If it has to do with infrastructure like buildings, etc. we’ll put a 5 next to it, and so on.  We gave every item a number, and then we went about the business of trying to determine what to cut.  What I have provided for you in the presentation are not all the items that had been brainstormed, but rather just the items that were cut, so you can see the number that was assigned based on the model, so you can see how that flowed.  And again I won’t read all these, but I’ll point out a couple.


For example Pay For Play is something that is built into this budget.  We projected that we might save as much as $109,000 or recover as much as $109,000 through Pay For Play.  That was based on how many students played this year at a certain rate, per sport, $150.00.  We don’t know how much money we know at this point we’ll actually charge, nor do we know how many students will play.  Those decisions are yet to be made, and those numbers yet to be realized in terms of the students who will play, and so the projection is then not $109,000,but $65,000.  Again you see the coffee at the public meetings.  Please the next item you see there, the $204,962 was to be realized when we presented this to Town Council, we said that number is to be realized primarily by such items as transportation savings, union concessions should there be any, and/or layoffs.  Now please keep that number $204,962 and the $65,000 number for Pay For Play, keep those two numbers in your mind, that total of $269,952.  Tuck it away if you would please, cause I’ll be getting back to it shortly.  And again you see other items that were cut to get down to the 3.5%; the elimination of a maintenance position, moving Board meetings to a building where we don’t have to pay overtime, eliminating coordinator positions.  These are positions that according to various contracts ought to be moved to teachers.  Presently they are additional duties that are picked up by administrators and so in the budget we built into move those positions to teachers as appropriate, however, we can’t do it at this point in time because of the budget and so we eliminated those dollars.  And we also very reluctantly cut a special ed teacher at the high school and in grades 3 through 6.  Those were the last new positions if you will that we held onto for dear life hoping we might keep them because we need them, but we cut them.
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I want to point out to you that this budget is presented not just in the aggregate as has been done in the past, but we also this year determined to present the budget to you by location, by department.  This provides you a clearer picture of the structure and anticipated cost of each building or department.  As we get into things and this will be brief, but just so you understand, that these numbers represent next year’s projections so at Trumbull, Judson, Polk, and so on, these are the numbers that were project to be enrolled next year.  And the last column represents each building’s percentage of the total budget that is before you tonight.  Polk, which is the place that we’ll focus on tonight, 7.49% of the total budget is represented at Polk.  In any case in your package you will see each building identified.  Trumbull is there, Judson is there.  Polk, let’s stay with Polk for a moment.  I’m on page 35 in the handout.  Next year to run Polk in the Obj. 111 you see the amount of money that’s required.  Some of these are self explanatory.  Line 130 that’s a monomer, it’s something that it’s an accounting thing, we’ll have to fix it, but it stands for overtime for secretaries.  330 represents the fire and police that we have covering various events as well as the interns that work in our various schools and help us save money on substitute expenses. 410 is utilities, that’s gas in the kitchen, electric, water, sewage, 430 items like temperature control equipment, time equipment, fire system equipment.  440 is the postage meter.  539 has to do with the orientation with the Heminway students.  580, that’s $400 for the entire staff for the entire year, to get any external experiences.  611 supplies - these have to do with paper, pens, pencils, software, special ed testing, videos for library, postage, that all comes in 611.  Heat, gas, and oil, textbooks, you know what they are.  Textbooks, these are mostly language arts, large consumables, spelling books, spelling consumables, grammar consumables, reading workbooks and special ed workbooks.  690, other supplies, library supplies, printing, handbooks at the various schools.  This gives you specifics as to what it would cost next year, based on this budget, to run Polk, $2,145,056.  I think somehow Mr. Kane talked about the big numbers earlier, what appear to be big numbers, but when you look at the numbers in these specific terms it helps you understand better how they add up.  Heminway is there for you in your packet, Swift and the High School.


And also we’re included for you system wide account.  At the various schools you’re not going to see any accounting for costs such as insurance, repairs, retirements salaries, and preschool/summer school expenses, and contract settlements.  For example when we settle the contracts with the custodians and the paraprofessionals and so on, that money is not budgeted at the various schools.  Tutoring, employee benefits, and so you find those expenses budgeted system-wide and so therefore you see the expenses that are system-wide.  And finally just so that it is complete and every dollar accounted for, you see those accounts that fall outside any of those other categories.  Maintenance workers, the cost to run the maintenance garage, the supplies, and so on, the heat there, central office, the individual to clean the central office, the utilities, heat, and then the cost that public schools are responsible for.  St. Mary’s and St. John’s, specifically the cost for the nurses, the substitutes for the nurses and the supplies that they use.  And finally the tuition, we fund approximately 8 students who attend Nonnewaug.  These are expenses that the district is expected to fund.  That accounts for every dollar.
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Now I spoke earlier about the fact that n order to get down to 3.5% we had to identify additional dollars.  We told the Town Council we would do that, and we explained that we had gone to every principal and asked them in their buildings to identify, based on their per pupil share of the $205,000, to identify possible cuts.  You can imagine how gut wrenching that experience had to be in the various buildings, having already gone through the various steps that I’ve already explained to you.  (Tape #1, Side A ended – may have missed some.)  Now I asked you to please keep the $294,947 number in the back of your mind and here’s why.  We have to find $204,952.  I’ve already said that we have to identify those cuts.  Add to that the $65,000 for the Pay for Play and that gives you a total of $269,952, the top line on this sheet.  Add to that the fact that the Town had given us a truck this year. Obviously we can’t count that as a part of our base when we do our new budget because that was an unusual circumstance so we had to make sure we accounted for that, so that brings the total to $294,947 that we had to cut further in order to realize 3.5.  And so we plugged in pay for play as I explained to you, that brought us down $65,000 and then based on the retirements that we have that have been indicated to us in the district, hoping that we’re going to be able to hire people at a lesser salary, it’s not always a given, but that’s the hope, we are kind of stepping out on a limb here and we’re projecting $85,447 as a cut in that area from retirements.  We’re eliminating a Grade 3 teacher at Polk, we’re eliminating a Grade 3 teacher at Judson.  This Town Council, that’s new information for you.  We have identified savings of 2 busses in transportation.  We need to understand that what this means is that in some case the routes will be longer for students.  We have not compromised their safety but the routes will be longer in some cases.  It also has to be understood that the policies that are in place about one stop and every student rides one bus both to and from can’t be different busses, can’t be multiple stops, has to be enforced in order to allow us to make these cuts, and so we’ve eliminated 2 busses and we’ve eliminated equipment at the High School, and that brings us to the $294,947 and the 3.5% budget.


So I just want to conclude by saying this – with the financial plan for the school district is designed to help us achieve our objectives.  Our objectives are outlined in the Strategic Plan. As shown certain costs bring us to 4.35 above current spending, doing nothing.  And so although we’re up against it so to speak, the fact is that we’ve all worked very hard and we’ve made significant cuts in order to present a frugal budget to you tonight.  Thank you very much.


Mr. Hebert:  Thank you, Dr. Ramos.  Before we take questions or comments from the audience I’ll turn the mike over to our Town Manager, Meredith Robson.
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Ms. Robson:  Good evening everyone.  Before I get into some of the things that we’re doing proactively for the future, I just wanted to also echo something along the lines that Dr. Ramos mentioned before in terms of the hard work that the departments have put into preparing their budgets.  When I first got here I had the opportunity to sit down with the department heads for the Town.  I was amazed at the tremendous need that we have in this community for everything from capital needs to operations needs to staffing needs, and I cannot tell you how difficult it is for our staff, our department heads, to come in with what you may consider to be reasonable budgets because of those significant needs, but they do, and apparently they have every year, and I’d like to congratulate them for those efforts and hope that they can proceed with the important service that they do provide even with the budget that we have before you.  Please make no mistake, the budget that you have before you does not address all of the significant needs that this community has, and I know that probably comes as no surprise to any of you, but you really should know that the needs far exceed what you see in the budget and what we’re hoping gets approved.


So let me get on to some of the more proactive things that we are taking on and we are hoping to continue in the future.  Some of these things will take place over a significant period of time, some of these things will be easier to accomplish in short periods of time. And if you’ll forgive me I’ll just read through this.  You have those materials, but I want to make sure I don’t miss anything, and then obviously I’ll be here for questions afterwards as well.


One of the biggest things that we’re doing in this community is we’re working on the business improvement to try and assist local businesses that exist today and those that we hope to secure in Town in the future.  We are painfully aware of the need to improve the business tax base to take the burden off the local property taxpayer, the residential taxpayer. To do so the Town is working on a number of activities that will ultimately strengthen the business tax base such as consideration of various options to lure new business into Town and retain existing business, partnering with businesses to improve town facilities and providing for streamlined and improved regulatory processes for new and existing businesses.
Initial conversations have already taken place with the Planning and Zoning Commission members and staff to highlight improvements needed and formulate a plan for achieving them and providing for increased business sector input into the process.  In fact the Business Development Committee of the Town Council is spearheading the effort to gather information from the business sector on the improvements needed.  The Planning and Zoning Commission representatives have also supported an expanded process for the Plan of Development revisions that will involve all interested parties in the process, and that will begin in the relative near future (inaudible) Plan of Development update.
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In terms of our capital budget planning; capital budget planning will take on a longer term perspective.  Rather than deal with capital improvement needs on a year by year and/or project by project basis, a 10 year capital plan is being developed which will provide a big picture view of the direction Town officials would like to take in terms of meeting the overwhelming capital needs of the community.  This capital plan will include facility renovations, purchases, major equipment and vehicle needs, road improvements, and drainage improvements and similar items.  This is being done jointly with the Board of Education to satisfy the community’s need and right to have a full picture of all capital needs instead of piece meal year by year requests.  This will hopefully unite the community behind the agreed upon visions for the long term improvement of the Town.  So we’re hoping that these capital budgets are not simply looked at as just numbers on a page, but actually a plan for how we get the improvements that we so desperately need in the community for our facilities.
Shared Services – I and the School Superintendent have had initial discussions regarding potential shared service agreements in a variety of areas.  They include purchasing, maintenance, human resources, training, snow removal and a variety of other service and operational areas.  Though each of these will take considerable time and effort to investigate, both Dr. Ramos and I have placed these initiatives high on our respective priority lists and we’ve discussed probably a number of other things that we would add to that, but there are so many pieces that go into that that it will take some time.

Senior Tax Relief – If you were at the Town Council meeting recently you know that the Town Council is discussing that possibility.  There have actually been a couple of initial conversations about that, about providing for additional tax relief for seniors.  You probably already know that there is some level of tax relief provided.  Town officials, particularly the Tax Assessor, are working on a variety of scenarios to provide to the Town Council for their consideration.  The Town Council would be looking for greater input from the community on this topic similar to the type of meeting they already had to get community input on the issue.

Arbitration Reform – Again at the last Council meeting you would have seen the Town Council adopt a resolution demanding arbitration law reform.  This resolution is being disseminated widely across the State to develop a support network of local officials willing to take on the onerous task of fighting for arbitration reform in order to benefit the taxpayers of every community.  As it stands now collective bargaining unit agreements are often decided by a third party, without, as many local officials believe, due respect to the taxpayers of this State.  Successful reform will allow local officials and therefore taxpayers greater control over property tax increases borne by unreasonable labor agreement provisions.  Obviously that will be one of the ones that takes a little bit longer to work on.
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Last but not least, a more general comment regarding the improved communication relationships between the Town and the School District.  In addition to the joint efforts mentioned above, the Town and Board of Education are establishing greater positive working relationships and levels of cooperation in an effort to breakdown the historical barriers and provide for meaningful service improvements and cost efficiencies.  As time and staffing levels allow, these efforts will become more apparent in a number of areas.  Where we can, although they might seem like tiny baby steps at this point, we are working together to try and improve the community in general so that we’re no longer looking at the community as simply the school district or the Town, but rather one community.

So those are the types of things that we’re looking to do, we’re looking to improve for the future.  They’re huge tasks in some instances but certainly things that we’re committed to working on and hope that we have your support for those efforts as well.  Thank you.

Leo Buonocore, Capewell Avenue, Oakville, CT 06779

Mr. Buonocore:  I think the budget is not too bad.  It could be lowered a little more.  I think the heads of the departments could have looked in corners for waste here and there, but other than the budget don’t look that bad.  I’d like to address a few things to the Board of Education first, which pertain to the budgets, not just this year, but last year too.  I’m a little ticked off with the settlement you made with the ex-Superintendent of Schools.  I worked for the Town for 20 years and her husband ended up with benefits, and I ended up with a $2,000 life insurance policy.  That’s #1.  #2, I congratulate you people for eliminating coffee at your meetings; you should save a lot of money.  And Dr. Ramos, (inaudible) loose tiles I’ve been coming to these meetings for 20 years.  There was money in budgets that could have replaced all those tiles and put some (inaudible) lights.  (Inaudible).  I’ve been into high schools in other towns and their immaculate, and I can’t see why we can’t have ours looking like theirs.

Another thing on the running track, this is part of the budget, we’re looking to put a lot of money into that track.  Be careful.  That track is set on ledge.  When I was on the job we replaced that running track one time, and we had a problem 5 years later.  That mountain over there keeps shifting so if we’re going to put that kind of money into that running track be careful; in 5 years you’re going to have the same problems again.

Dr. Ramos, the position for Business Manager (inaudible)?

Dr. Ramos:  Director of Operations (inaudible).
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Mr. Buonocore:  Now to the Town Council - We could have saved some money, I’m going to get back into the two empty school buildings again.  We could have saved big money in 3 years and rentals that we’re still in Depot Square that we could have saved for 3, 4 more teachers.  What is going to happen with thee empty school buildings?  I hate to come to you people and mention this over and over and over again, but somebody has to make a decision, somebody has to have enough nerve to make a decision.  We can’t go into another Winter paying for oil to heat these buildings.  Either we’re going to say let’s knock them down, or do something with them.  I thank you for listening to me and I hope you do something with these two empty school buildings.  Thank you.

Mr. Hebert:  Just to let you know, that the money the $500,000 (inaudible) from the State (inaudible) from Senator DeLuca and Representative Flaherty so that should solve a lot of problems with the track and the decision on the two empty buildings should be made very shortly.

Mr. Buonocore:  One more thing, another thing you can save a lot of money on in this Town is lawyer fees.  I mean budgets, we get every year, every year we fight for a teacher, a custodian, and we give these lawyers thousands of dollars.  What are the settlements?  Where are the settlements?  We don’t know what they settled for some of these cases, who they are against, what department they are against.  I mean if I’m on the Board and I make a comment and I’m sued, I’m not liable, the Town is liable.  You have to look into these suits because they’re going to ruin this Town.  Thank you.  And the $500,000 I understand it, he can give you $1,000,000 I’m not saying there’s a problem out there.  You can put $2,000,000 on that field out there.  I’m for sports, I love sports, but let’s do stuff right in this Town. Thank you.

Mr. Hebert:  Anyone else?  Hearing none I’ll adjourn this meeting.

3.
Adjournment


Mr. Hebert Closed the Public Hearing at 8:15 p.m.

Respectfully submitted,

Raymond Hebert, Vice Chairman

Watertown Town Council

Approved:
_______________________________


Lynn M. LaForme, Clerk

